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Prevention Efforts in Adult Life: Cardiovascular Risk Factors
For most of the diseases considered in this volume, optimal interventions involve preventing or altering certain behaviors such as smoking or dietary habits. Common experience has taught that many of these behaviors are not readily changed. Thus, some physicians, scientists, and public administrators are justified in asking if there is any evidence that it is possible to change widespread behavioral patterns in ways that affect the public health. While a brief survey of such evidence has been presented in Chapter 2, "The Contribution of Behavior to the Burden of Illness," it may be useful to review one particular set of programs in more detail, because they reflect both the ingenuity required to do good research in large-scale prevention efforts and because they provide some of the strongest evidence that such interventions can produce meaningful, long-lasting changes in behavior.
During the past 30 years, epidemiological studies have shown that certain objective measures are useful indicators of people likely to develop coronary heart disease (Levy, 1981; Winkelstein and Marmot, 1981). These measures are called "risk factors," because people who have them are at greater risk of getting heart disease. Major known risk factors for coronary heart disease include high blood pressure (hypertension), cigarette smoking, obesity, high blood levels of cholesterol (hypercholesterolemia), and lack of exercise. As discussed in Chapter 7, "Cardiovascular Disease and Behavior," certain psychosocial factors also are risk factors. Probably the best known of these is "Type A behavior," which refers to a cluster of behavioral responses, including an unusually forceful and constant sense of time urgency, strong competitiveness, and intense work orientation.
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